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LETTER

Multifunctionality does not imply that all
functions are positively correlated
The recent publication by Bradford et al. (1)
argues that indices of ecosystem multifunctionality—the simultaneous performance of
multiple ecosystem functions (2)—are only
useful if all component functions “respond
to community change in a positive correlated
fashion.” We contend that this argument
fundamentally misinterprets the concept of
ecosystem multifunctionality.
In their paper, Bradford et al. manipulate
soil community complexity and nitrogen
content; they find that complexity increases
multiple indices of multifunctionality. In
looking at single functions, however, they find
that complexity increases only some functions
and even has a negative impact on one
function. They conclude that because of this
lack of uniform response across individual
functions, the positive trend in multifunctionality indices misrepresents the whole system
response to increasing complexity.
Bradford et al.’s conclusion suggests a fundamental misunderstanding of the concept of
multifunctionality. They state that, for multifunctionality indices to be meaningful, all
functions must be positively correlated. This
is simply not correct. The correct inference is
that increasing complexity increases multifunctionality, but cannot simultaneously
maximize all functions. Their conclusion that
the use of multifunctional indices are questionable in advancing theoretical understanding and management is therefore unfounded.
As stated in our own discussion of the
definition and proper approach to multifunctionality (2), which is cited multiple times
by Bradford et al. (1), multifunctionality indices provide a measurement of the simultaneous performance of multiple ecosystem

functions. All functions are not required to
exhibit a similar response to any given driver.
In fact, quite the opposite is true. The multiple
threshold index (sensu 2) explicitly incorporates tradeoffs in both the direction and magnitude of individual effects (3).
Further, we advised that researchers examine both summary indices and individual
functions to understand how single function
responses result in multifunctionality (2).
However, Bradford et al. mistakenly imply
that insights from one approach somehow
invalidate results from the other. According
to Bradford et al.’s argument, summarizing
statistics for complex systems, such as those
provided by the multifunctionality approach,
are misleading because they hide the underlying distribution of observations. By this
logic, any empiricist that has drawn conclusions based on an arithmetic mean is guilty of
the same fallacy. No statistician would argue
that variation in data invalidates estimates of
a mean.
Last, Bradford et al. state that the blind
use of multifunctionality indices could have
serious negative consequences for managing
multifunctional ecosystems. We agree: the
blind use of any index is problematic. The
indices we present are flexible in that they
can weight functions differently (or even
exclude nonrelevant ones) to reflect management priorities. If managers wish to maximize particular ecosystem functions, that is
where efforts should be targeted.
We hope that other researchers will not
adopt the incorrect definition of multifuncionality used by Bradford et al. We are beginning
to move beyond an exclusive focus on single
functions in community and ecosystem
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ecology to a full understanding of ecosystem
multifunctionality as a unified phenomenon.
We hope that, despite the recommendation of
Bradford et al., other researchers continue to
study the forest, as well as the individual trees.
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